Effect of zearalenone on the fertility of virgin dairy heifers.
Eighteen cycling, virgin, Holstein heifers daily were given 250 mg of 99% purified zearalenone in a gelatin capsule orally, and 18 controls were given an empty gelatin capsule once a day. The study lasted through 1 non-breeding estrous cycle and the next 2 consecutive estrous cycles during which the 36 heifers were bred, using artificial insemination. Serum concentrations of progesterone and complete blood cell counts were determined throughout the study. The treated and control heifers had conception rates of 62% and 87%, respectively. There was no effect (P less than 0.05) on the serum concentration of progesterone or the complete blood cell counts. Three heifers, bred but not pregnant by the end of the study, were euthanatized and necropsied. The treated heifer did not have any zearalenone-attributable lesions, and there was no effect seen in the bone marrow smears. The remaining 33 heifers were sold as a herd, and the 31 pregnant heifers calved normally. There was no effect (P less than 0.05) on the sex ratio of the offspring, which were all clinically healthy. Zearalenone did lower the conception rate of the treated heifers (P less than 0.065).